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THE PERENNI-AL QUESTION OF VALUES:
THE ROLE OF THE SCHOOL

InFebruary 1972, Vofume |, Number 3, of you, too
was devoted to thetopicofvaluesin theclassroom.
Teacherscontinue to beconcerned over this matter.
Perhapsa few furthercomments are in arder.

It must be recognized that the schools cannot and
should nottry to form thewholecharacters and value
systemsof their pupils. Home, church, community,
and peer-groupsare inevitably more influential in these
spheresthan theschoolcan be. This generalization is,
lesstrue of boarding schools, buttheseinstitutions are

- notour main interest at this point.

~What, then, isthe role of the schooland the teacher
inthe field of values, thatis, in ethics and aesthetics?
Asin rmostotherfields, theansweris to offer the "
students knowledge: Knowledge includes great ideas,
vicariousexperiences, and techniques of analysis,
discussion, judgment,and decision.

A teacher of music would not, presumably, attempt
to compel students to prefer Beethovento Janis Joplin.
Theteacher would, however, considerita necessary
part of acourse in musical appreciation to expose the
studentsto Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms. Exposure
would include explanation, analysis, and comment.
inotherwords, studentswould be givena chanceto
know about music, andespecially aboutits more
sophisticated and difficult forms and expressions.

Thesame broad ruleappliesin all fields where
values (choices, preferences, commitment, decision)
come intoplay. There'isso much knowledgethatis
availableand thatis helpful, that one wonders what
allthe fuss overvalueseducationis about. [fevery
teacherstuck to the business ofaugmenting the
studentsknowledge, there would be little question
about how and what toteach about values: the school
year would be all too short.

. TESTIMONY OF JOHN STUART MILL AND PLATO

inhis essay on Utilitarianism, the philosopher John
Stuart Millmakesa comment that seems aptto the
present question. .

Oftwopleasures, if there beone to whichallor
almost all who haveexperience of both givea
decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of
moralobligation to preferit, that is the more

'John Sluart M\, Utilitarianism. Chapter 1. Reprinted in Edwin A. Burtt (

Library, 1939 and }ater), pp. 901-02.

EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY

desirable pleasure. |f one of thetwo is, by those
who are competently acquainted with both, placed
so far above the other that they prefer it, even
though knowing it to be attended with a greater
amount of discontent, and would not resign it for
any quantity of the other pleasure which their
nature iscapable of, we are justified in ascribing

to the preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality,
so far outweighting quantity asto renderit, in
comparison, of smallaccount.

In otherwords, knowledge is essential to
effective choiceanddecision. A person who knows only
the dramatic offerings of commercial television is at
an extreme disadvantage compared with a person who
has read and understood Shakespeare and Sophocies.
Aperson who knows nothing of the history of art and
architectureis necessarily blind to thousands of
fascinating aesthetic phenomena.

Itis betterto be ahhumanbeing dissatisfied than a pig
satisfield; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool
satisfied. Andifthe fool, orthe pig,are ofa

different opinion, itis because they only know their
own side ofthe question. The other party to the
comparison knows both sides.?

Inmorals, knowledge alone is not always decisively
important. There are, doubtless, ingrained qualities of
character {thingsin the “affective domain "y that may
override knowledge and reason. Butthe teachercannot
do much —ifindeed he can do anything — to alter the
emotional and appetitive make-up of the student.

There is still plenty of knowledge about morality
thatcan be purveyed and that will help studentsto
make intelligent decisions. How many recidivist
criminals areignorantandrelatively uneducated?
Plato summedup the case forknowledge as the basis

~of morality when he said: “No man knowingly does

evil." Thatistosay:if wereally know (and-are
convinced that we know) the nature and
consequences of an evil action, we will not commit
that action.

How does one learn the natureand con-
sequences of good and evil? Partly from personal
experience and observation, but also from vicarious
experience. Vicarious experience includes writingsin
philosophy, religion,and creative literature; it
includes history and biography. These vicarious
experiences are the businessof formaleducation.

ed.}, The English Philosophers from Bacon lo Mill {(New York: Modern



ASHORT CHECKLIST

The teacher or administrator who wonders whether
students are getting adequate exposure to “values
education™ mightdo worse than ask the following
guestions. :

Q

Have students been exposed to some guided listen-
ingto classical music?

Have ihey learned something about the history of
artand architecture — can they recognizethe
style of the italian Renaissance n.asters, the
Flemish school, early and late Gothic church
architecture, Louis Sullivan, classical Greek
sculpture...?

Have they been asked to read Shakespeare,
To!stloy, Dickens, Melville, Homer, Wordsworth,
Moliere...? '

Have they been given achancetoappreciate
great poetry?

Do they know something about Confucianism,
Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam?

Have they been asked to read parts of the Bible?

Dothey know something about Plato, Socrates,
Moses, Aristotle, Aquinas, Luther...?

Dothey know something about Marxism-
Leninism, about Idealism, Jeffersonian
democracy...?

Havethey read some significant decisions of the
Supreme Court of the United States?

Have they studied in depth some historicai
episodes, such as the American Revolution, the
French or Russian Revolutions, the Naziregime,
World War i, the Great Depression, the
PeloponnesianWar...?

Have they been asked to read some biographies
and autobiographies: Lincoln, Washington,
Douglass, Henry Adams, Malcolm X, Plutarch’'s
Lives...?

Have they studied one ortwo field reports by
anthropologists?

Onecould add many similar probing questions, all
of them directed right to the heart of values education.
The more one thinks about the matter, the more absurd
allthe fuss about values education in our time becomes.
Every good teacheris teaching about values much of
thetime, and, if heis stressing the importance of
searching for knowledge, he is doingagood job.
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ANOTHER ENDORSEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE

The English teacher and writer H.N. Brailsford was a
passionate believer in both socialism and the virtues
of education. He devoted considerable time tc adult
education inthe Workers' Education Association.

He wrote of his experiencesin this field thatthe
saddestthing was to watch intelligent but refatively
ignorant men and women arguing ar.d speculating
about greatideas.without any notion of what had
already been said aboutthem. Problemsthat had been
thrashed out by philosophersand scientists would
be discussedinan atmosphere of pathetic, childish
ignorance andinnocence. The challenge. according to
Brailsford, was to persuade his students to begin by
recognizing theirignorance. Once this healthy aware-
ness hadbeen attained, the process of education could
go ahead.

The moral isapplicable to manyahighschool -
class,and especially a classin which students wantto
discusscontroversial matters like values.

POSSIBLE SNAGS IN VALUES EDUCATION

One ofthe reasons forthe concern of many teachers
with the values education question is the fear of back-
lash from various groups inthe community. We live in
apluralistic society. We alsolive in aperiod of moral
and aesthetic insecurity and unrest resulting from
rapid technological change, unprecedented social
mobility, and equally unprecedented cultural inter-
change thatis highlighted by television. These things
ali contribute to hypersensitivity among those who are
afraid that their children’s values will be undermined -
and also, paradoxicalty, among those who want to
undermine traditional values and replace them with
valuessuited toa brave new world.

Theteacher, notunnaturally, feels threatened.
He orshe istempted to wash his or her hands of the
whole business of values education.

Noone canbe more aware of this threatand this
temptation thanthe authors of the ERCA Social
Science Program. The program attempts, quite
consciously, to expose youngsters to knowledge of
varied value systems, and to help themto think
criticaliy and constructively about value judgments.
The program tries, too, to help students to be realistic,
that is,to see thedifference between enunciating
heartwarming platitudes, and making intelligent,
workable decisions incomplex, and aften conflict-
fraught, social situations. As a resultthe program has
been attacked as conservative, radical, superpatriotic,
anti-American, anti-Christian, anti-Semitic, racist,
militarist, leftist, unfair to Communists, unfair to
businessmen, and over-enthusiastic for the market
economy.

Inall honesty, the authors reject these contra-
dictoryimputations. The ERCSSPis concerned with
knowledge, not with indoctrination, or molding
character or convictions (except insofar as acquiring
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knowledge and respect forknowledge is acharacter-
forming process).

Yetevery now and again comes the'temptation to
drop the idea of offering knowledge of controversial,
complex. and sophisticated ideas tc the youngsters.
Why not retreattothe old vapid textbook pabuium?
Why not give the pupils a mass 0. “facts” — preferably
morally neutral facts —andrequirethem tomemorize
them? Why not steer clear of any disturbing problems
ortopics? Why not, whenindoubt, throw insome
vague approbation of a platitudinous term like
“justice” or"freedom,”and avoid any attempt tc
define or giveconcrete applications of the term?

Such solutions are not really solutionsatall. To
adoptthemistoturn social science education into
aprocess of boring irrelevance. Moreover, . sofaras
the lessons of such neutral noncontroversial sociai
science stick at all in the students' minds, they are
stiliteaching values of akind. Thevalues they teach
are anti-intellectuailism, materialism. and
sentimentalism.

There is no acceptable aiternative to teaching
knowledge, including knowledge of and aboutvalues
andvalue systems. Such teachingis not easy. It calls
for knowledge on tne teacher’s part. It calls, too, for
great sensitivity and objectivity.

Theword "objectivity” suggests a further problem.
Canoneteach knowiedge of valuesin a "value-free”
spirit. The great German social scientist Max ‘Neber
maintained thatthis was possibie, but his own brilliant
writings donot liveuptohisclaim.?

What can b2 done? First, one must expound as
objectively and as sympathetically as possible any
givenvalue or value system. One must try toseeit
through the eyes of its adherents. But, secondly, in
many cases onemust go on to deal with it critically
in terms of othervalue systems.

Forexample: one might explain the Southern pro-
slavery argumentand laterracisttheories on thesame
lines, but one need not leave students with the im-
pressionthat such ideas areacceptable —mere matters
of opinion or social interestor prejudice. One might
discuss therationale of cannibalism without implying
thatilisareasonable alternative dietetic system
for societiesin the contemporary world. One might
explain Marxism-Leninism in theory and practice, but
one need notsuggest that censorship, regimentation,
state monopoly, brain-washing, and terrorare
morally equal to freedom of expression and associa-
tion, mixed economic institutions, competitive
elections,and theideal of fair trial. Other value
judgments would call for greater conscious efforts
at objectivity and neutrality of comment. Yet it would
be patently absurd forateachertopretend to com-
plete open-mindedness in discussing religions, sects,
idenlogies, and matters of aesthetic taste. No student
is deceived by such pretensions. Atextbook may,by
dintofextreme exertion on the part of authors,
consultants, and editors, achieve something approach-

ing sympathetic impartiality (if the contradictory
phrase may beallowed), butthe teacherin the ciass-
room wouid be well advised toindicate his or her
own convictions, and, having done so, tostrain to
achieve impartiality and accuracy in expounding
pointsof view other than those he or she holds
nersonally.

Ifthe teacheris committed to the pursuit of knowi-
edge, this prescriptionis not unworkable.

My son, if thou wilt, thou shalt
be taught:

and if thou wiltapply thy mind.
thoushaltbe prudent.

" tfthou love to hear, thoushalt

receive understanding:

and if thou bow thineear,
thoushaltbe wise.

{Ecclesiasticus 6:32-33.)

POSSIBLE CASESTUDIES

Teachers often ask for suggestionsas tohowto
introduce studies involving values. Actually almost
any topic in social science involvesvalues. How can
one discuss personal consumer economics, or
governmensi policies, or the Middle East, or the
Westward Movement, or the code of Hammurabi,

~ or—younameit—without considering questions ot

values?

Yetit might be agoodideato select afewtopics
with aview to studyirgin depth thereasons and
motives of the protagonistsin given episodes. Here
are a few possibilities. '

1, Lincoln's decision tocompel the seceding
statestoengage in open aggression. The
history books often gloss over thisgrave —
even grim —decision. Oinemightcontrast
Lincoln's belligerence at thistime with his
opposition to the Mexican War 16 years before.

2. The Mexican Waritselfisa géod topic. Con-
sider Polk, the views of Northerners and
Southerners, and the Mexican point of view.

3. Inthesame period, the Abolitionists offera
fascinaiing »tudy inends and means, higher .
justice, self-sacrifice, and fanatical self-
righteousness. A useful point of departure
might be Aileen S. Kraditor's Means and Ends
in American Abolitionism: Garrison and His
Critics on Strategy and Tactics, 1834-1850
(New York: Pantheon, 1969). Consider aiso the
volte face of Garrison and others on the subject
of warandviolencein 1860-61.

‘Sep “Science as a Vocation” and “Palitics as a Vocation” in From Max Weher. edited by Gerth and Mills {New York: Oxford University Press).
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The above arefroma'brief period of American
history, butmany similar case studies might be made.
Moredifficultto find are case studies involving private
individuals: cases where aman orwoman faces grave
personal choices. Here one finds oneself turning to
literature. Such books as the following might be used:

Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage.
Dostoevsky, Brothers Karamazov.

Toistoy, War and Peace — episodes like Natasha's
elopement, orNicholas's gambling spree, or
Pierre'ssearch for avalue system.

Herman Wouk, The Caine Mutiny.

Rudyard Kipling's shori stories: many of these offer
studies in values, since Kipling was fascinated by
culture contrasts and characters in moments of
conflict, sutfering. and fear. Jack London’s short
stories have much the same concerns.

Another approach might be through biographies,
autobiographies, letters, and diaries of persons notin
positions of public responsibitity. Obvious examples
arethe Confessions of St. Augustine or of Rousseau.
Other nossibilities: parts of Emerson’s Journals and
Samu.:! Butler's Notebooks (compare his auteio-

graphical novel, The Way of All Flesh). Mr. Justice
Holmes's letters contain valuable insights, but he was
ajudge of the Supreme Court. Then there's Newman's
Apologia pro Vita Sua. Consider, too. Ernest Jones's
Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, Boswell's Johnson.
EdgarJohnson's biographies of Dickens and Scott.
The Autobrography of Benvenuto Celliniis very
exciting. and John StuartMill’'s Autobiography
offersinsightsinto the developmeni of a sensitive
intellectual. Mark Twain has beenthe subject

of twoorthree exceptionally interesting studies.
Richard Henry Dana's Two Years Before the Mast.
AnneFrank's Diary, thelife story of Heien Keller,
Somerset Maugham's The Summing Up, Francis
Parkman’s The Oregon Trail, Richard Wright's Black
Boy, Jacob Riis's The Making uf an American — all
or any of these m:ght serve as material for values
education interriz ofthe private person—the moral
decisions and dilemmas of persons notin the public
eye.

Oneistemptedto add some films that could be
usedinvalues education: The Caine Mutiny, Shane, The
Bridge on the River Quai, and similar classics. How-
ever. thisapproach opensupanother set of problems,
sincethe better the movie, the less it lends itself to
contemplativediscussion.

Please send in your own ideas and suggestionson
thesechallenging subjects.



